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Costas Stefanis MD

Formerly Professor of Psychiatry and Head,
Department of Psychiatry, University of Athens
Medical School; Director, Eginition University
Psychiatric Hospital, Athens

Costas Stefanis, who died recently at the age of 88, was the
leading figure in psychiatry in Greece for 30 years, from the
time of his appointment as professor of psychiatry in 1970. In
collaboration with British-trained colleagues he transformed
Greek psychiatry and mental health services, steering

away from a previously narrow traditional psychoanalytic
approach towards a much broader biopsychosocial direction.
He expanded the provision of generic and specialist mental
health services and was quick to adopt the new emerging
trends of community care by developing the first community
mental health centre in Greece. He developed a strong
research programme, having himself — early in his career, while
in the USA and Canada — carried out pioneering work on the
functional role of pyramidal neurons in the sensorimotor
cortex. He had an international reputation as an expert on the
mode of action of neurotransmitters functioning on central
nervous system synapses.

Several generations of Greek psychiatrists and allied
professionals were trained by him, including me. Many became
his associates and were inspired to go on to acquire
international recognition and reputation. In 1989, in Athens, he
founded the University Mental Health Research Institute —
which undertook much neurobiological and psychosocial
research into mental disorders — and remained president and
director until his death.

He also played a major part in international psychiatry.
As president of the World Psychiatric Association (WPA) from
1983 to 1990, he was responsible for an organisation in
crisis. The political use of psychiatry in the Soviet Union to
incarcerate political dissidents on the grounds of mental
iliness led to an explosive climate within the WPA. In 1983,
after major criticism from societies in other countries — which
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made it likely that it was facing expulsion — the All-Union
Society of Psychiatrists and Neuropathologists of the USSR
withdrew from the WPA. Years later, at the WPA congress
held in Athens in 1989, the general secretary of that Society
publicly acknowledged that political abuse of psychiatry had
indeed taken place and the organisation was reinstated as
a member. This by no means ended the unhappy situation in
the Soviet Union, which to some extent continues to this
day, but a greater degree of openness was achieved.

Costas Stefanis was among those responsible for reaching
a conciliatory approach on issues with significant ethical
and political dimensions.

Costas Stefanis became active in the political life of
his country. Between 1996 and 2000 he served as
honorary member of the Greek Parliament in the reformist
social-democratic government and was Minister of Health
and Welfare from 2002 to 2004. During his ministerial tenure,
he was president of the Council of Ministers of Health of
the European Union and succeeded in achieving approval for
anti-stigma legislation regarding mental iliness. On behalf of
the EU member states, he signed the World Health
Organization’s International Treaty on Tobacco Advertising.
In Greece, he was responsible for four major bills passed
by Parliament — on public health; reform and decentralisation
of health services; the organisation of primary health care
and provisions for prevention and social reintegration.
Unfortunately, most of them are still awaiting implementation.

He received numerous distinctions and awards.

In 1994 he was elected life member of the Athens Academy
of Sciences and Arts — the highest level of scientific
recognition in Greece — and served as its president in 2006.
He was awarded the Medal of the Cross of the President of
the Hellenic Republic in recognition of his distinguished
service to the country. In acknowledgement of his
contribution to psychiatry, the World Federation of Societies
of Biological Psychiatry and International Neuropsychiatric
Association established an international prize: the Costas
Stefanis Award for Excellence in Psychiatry and the
Neurosciences. He was elected honorary member and
fellow of several scientific associations and he authored
numerous peer-reviewed articles as well as books and
articles in the lay press.

Costas Stefanis was born in Greece in 1928 and
graduated from the Medical School of Athens University
in 1953. He trained in neurology and psychiatry in
Athens and subsequently served as a fellow in basic
neurophysiology at McGill University, Montreal, and as a
research scientist at the National Institute of Mental Health
and Saint Elizabeth Mental Hospital (Bethesda, Maryland
and Washington, DC).

He was a highly intelligent, conscientious professional
who, during difficult times, strove to improve psychiatric
and mental health service provision not only in Greece but
worldwide, thus improving the lives of thousands of people.
He died on 29 October 2016 after a long illness stoically borne,
remaining active in offering advice and ideas to the end. He
was devoted to his family and is survived by his wife Adela,
two sons — Nicos, professor of psychiatry, and Leonidas,
professor of neurology — his daughter Evanthia, a film maker,
and four grandchildren.
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The death of Costas Stefanis will be felt as a great loss
to psychiatry by many clinical, academic and international
colleagues who had the privilege of knowing and working
with him.

Nick Bouras
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Kurt Schapira MD FRCP FRCPsych DPM

Formerly Consultant Psychiatrist, Newcastle Health
Authority, Honorary Lecturer in Psychiatry, University
of Newcastle

Shortly after completing his house officer posts and national
service in the Royal Army Medical Corps, Kurt Schapira, who
died recently aged 87, was appointed a research fellow to the
eminent neurologist Henry Miller. More than 1150 patients with
multiple sclerosis resident in Northumberland and Durham
on 1 January 1958 were reviewed by Dr Schapira. Using this
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material, he jointly wrote 16 scientific articles on various
aspects of multiple sclerosis — including its epidemiology and
clinical features — many of which are still cited today. The study
made a major contribution to knowledge of this condition.’
Subsequently, fascinated by the emotional effects of multiple
sclerosis on the patients, Dr Schapira decided to switch to
psychiatry. He participated in Martin Roth’s landmark studies
on anxiety and depression and undertook his own research into
suicide and attempted suicide, as well as on the treatment of
anorexia nervosa. His longitudinal studies relating suicide rates
to social factors and the availability of lethal methods were
influential in demonstrating the importance of a public health
preventive approach to suicide.? He published several articles
on these and other topics, including, with others, a much-
quoted paper on the influence of tablet colour in the treatment
of anxiety and depressive states.>

Born in Vienna to orthodox Jewish parents, Kurt's
childhood was disrupted by the death of his mother when
he was aged 7 years. This was followed by the incarceration
of his father by the Nazis in Dachau and then Buchenwald
concentration camps. Fortunately, his father was released
from Buchenwald and allowed to travel to England before
the Second World War. Kurt lived in Berlin with a maternal
aunt until the age of 10, when he obtained a place on
a Kindertransport train to England. Having successfully
negotiated a path through the British educational system,
Kurt was admitted to medical school in Newcastle — then
part of the University of Durham — and qualified as a doctor
in 1952.

He trained in psychiatry in the university department of
psychiatry in Newcastle, headed at that time by Martin Roth
and James Gibbons. Within the department he was promoted
to first assistant and then senior lecturer. In 1974 he became
consultant psychiatrist to the Newcastle Health Authority
while retaining his university connection as an honorary
lecturer. He continued in this position until his retirement from
the NHS in 1989.

He lectured widely both in the UK and abroad, as far
afield as Brisbane, Minnesota, Montreal and Jerusalem.
During his retirement he remained active in research,
especially into factors influencing the incidence of suicide
in Newcastle over three decades. His last published article
on the subject® — in collaboration with others, including his
son Martin — appeared as recently as June 2016.

He undertook many responsibilities in both National
Health Service and university administration and was a
member of several university committees. Within the Royal
College of Psychiatrists, he was a member of Council
(1979-82), the Education Committee (1979-82) and the
Board of Assessors of the British Journal of Psychiatry
(1970-75), as well as examiner for the membership and
various other psychiatry-related degrees at home and abroad.
He was also elected President of the Section of Psychiatry,
Royal Society of Medicine (1980) and President of the North of
England Medico-Legal Society (1982).

Kurt enjoyed teaching and regularly topped the students’
ratings for the quality of his lectures, which were notable for
their combination of wit and erudition. These attributes
rendered him a popular speaker to non-medical audiences,
especially on the art of Chagall, Salvador Dali and Van Gogh,
and the artistic portrayal of doctors and lawyers. He was a
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